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Left to right:  Maurice Tauzin (Pierre),  Fleurette Zama (Rose),  Roddy McDowall (Ronald),  Monty Woolley, Peggy 
Ann Garner (Sheila),  Anne Baxter,  and Merrill Rodin (Willem).  German child Anna is not pictured. 
 

 

Leonard Maltin's Movie and Video Guide 

1996 review: 

 

“Woolley, not very fond of children,  finds 

himself leading a swarm of them on chase 

from the Nazis.  Entertaining wartime film 

scripted by Nunnally Johnson from a Nevil 

Shute Novel.  Remade for TV as "CROSSING 

TO FREEDOM" (1990, with Peter O’Toole).  

*** ” 

Speelfilm Encyclopedie review – identical to 

above 

 

 

Halliwell's Film Guide review: 

 

“An elderly man who hates children finds 

himself smuggling several of them out of 

occupied France.  Smart, sentimental, occa-

sionally funny war adventure.  ** ” 

The Pied Piper 



 

The Films of 20
th

 Century Fox note: 

 

“A charming war story about an elderly 

Englishman (Monty Woolley) who is vaca-

tioning in France when the Germans invade.  

He claims not to like children but agrees to get 

a couple of them to England, and along the 

way picks up several more of various 

nationalities.  He is aided by a French girl 

(Anne Baxter) and hindered by a German 

officer (Otto Preminger), who finally lets the 

Englishman go ahead with his evacuation 

scheme provided he takes his own niece with 

him.  The seemingly irascible Woolley 

dominates the film, but he is well supported by 

a fine script and production values.” 

 

 

The Good Film and Video Guide review: 

 

“Another of the war-time war movies which 

attempted to handle the matter responsibly, 

with several scenes in French and some talk of  

death;  there is even reference to the Nazis’ 

treatment of the jews.  But there is still the 

stench of bestsellerdom (Nevil Shute’s novel, 

screenplay by Nunnally Johnson), as a crusty 

old Englishman (Monty Woolley) takes two 

kids (Roddy McDowall, Peggy Ann Garner) 

home through France just after the invasion 

and gathers many more en route.  A climactic 

argument with Nazi Otto Preminger puts the 

case for and against democracy.  Also 

appearing are Anne Baxter with a French 

accent, J. Carroll Naish and Marcel Dalio.  * ” 

 

Movies on TV and Videocassette 1988-89 

review: 

 

“Wartime story of a Monty Woolley-type 

Englishman who hates kids and finds himself 

stuck with a pack of them and trying to escape 

the Nazis.  Warm, amusing and powerful film.  

***½ ” 

 

 

Those Endearing Young Charms note: 

 

“Peggy Ann [Garner] played Sheila, one of the 

many child refugees shepherded across France 

by an old Englishman (Monty Woolley) after 

the invasion of Dunkirk.
1
 ” 

 

 

TV Times Film & Video Guide 1995 review: 

 

“A winning Hollywood version of Nevil 

Shute’s novel, which provides a tailor-made 

role for Monty Woolley as the child-hating 

Englishman forced to shepherd a handful of 

kids through occupied France during the Nazi 

occupation.  The film captures the story’s 

delicately tender feel and holds it well.  

Suspense is built-in, but the movie also has 

warmth and jollity – and keeps strictly within 

the fragile mood it creates,  Roddy McDowall 

and Peggy Ann Garner head the youngsters.  

*** ” 

A Pictorial Guide to the Talkies note: 

                                                           
1
 eh?  Who invaded Dunkirk? 



 

“1941:  Hollywood’s all-out effort for war aid 

included stars making personal appearances, 

and benefit premières of important pictures for 

selling war bonds.  Demands and exigiencies 

of war curtailed television…  Among the war 

stories filmed were "MRS MINIVER", which 

won an Academy Award…  As light and 

amusing escapist films list "MY SISTER 

EILEEN", "THE TALK OF THE TOWN", 
"HOLIDAY INN", "THE PIED PIPER", 
"YANKEE DOODLE DANDY" and "THE 

MAJOR AND THE MINOR"…”  

 

 

[no listing in "The Critics’ Film Guide", “50 
Years of the Movies”, "Rating the Movies 
(1990)", "The Sunday Times Guide to 
Movies on Television", "The Time Out Film 
Guide", "Variety Movie Guide 1993", 
"Video Movie Guide 1993" or "The Virgin 
Film Guide"] 
 

Radio Times review: 

 

“A theme which has been reworked many 

times with varying degrees of success.  Monty 

Woolley gives a fine, creditable performance, 

helping what could have been a squeakily 

saccharine offering become an often intensely 

moving film, sadly spoilt overall by some very 

dull patches.  *** ” 

 

“Second World War drama.  In 1940, as the 

conflict in Europe escalates, a prickly 

Englishman holidaying in France reluctantly 

agrees to escort two children back to Britain. 

*** ” 
 

 

The Sunday Times review: 

 

“Stars Monty Woolley, Roddy McDowall and 

Anne Baxter.  A Briton takes a holiday in 

France when the Nazis invade, and grudgingly 

agrees to accompany two children to safety. *” 
 

 

 
    Ummm..  Heil Hitler?         Source:  The Films of 20

th
 Century Fox 



 
Above left:  After Pierre single-handedly launches an attack on a Wehrmacht detachment searching 
the village they’re passing through, Woolley hurriedly takes him to a bun-shop… 
Above right:  Ronnie comforts the traumatised French boy, struck dumb by witnessing the death of 
his parents..               All unattributed stills from a website commemorating Roddy McDowall.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Though inevitably dated in its naïve, American-eye-view of the “European” war, “THE PIED 
PIPER” still retains a certain homely charm, weighing very much on one’s feelings toward 
Monty Woolley as the haughty Englishman, disdainful of foreigners, but stung by his country’s 
rejection of his military services, sulking on a fishing holiday in the south of France. 
 
We meet him at an inn where he’s lodging, along with the family of an attaché to the League 
of Nations in Geneva.  He quickly falls into a dispute with the son of the family, Ronald 
(McDowall) over whether Rochester is or is not a state in the USA.  Ronald politely but firmly 
insists that it’s only a city in the state of New York, and his father corroborates this, but 
Woolley will not be deflected by unsupported testimony, and declares for their better 
information that he has personally visited the great industrial State of Rochester. 
 
And so to the plot (they didn’t hang around in the 1940s) – the radio announces the allied 
retreat at Dunkirk, a very bad Churchill impressionist does a rough digest of the “We shall 
fight them on the beaches” speech, and Woolley declares Hitler to be “a filthy little gutter-
snipe”.  He resolves at once to return to the UK and make himself useful as best he may.  The 
attaché’s wife pleads with him to take their two children, Ronald and his younger sister Sheila 
(Garner) because she and her husband must return to Geneva, where the Germans are 
expected to invade at any moment.  With much huffing reluctance, he of course agrees. 
 
Setting off next day, their train is soon stopped by news of the fall of Paris, and while he tries 
ineffectually to make alternative arrangements (speaking little or no French) he finds he has 
somehow acquired a small French girl, Rose.  They proceed by coach, but he declares firmly 
that he will not be so imposed upon, and will deposit her with the proper authorities at the first 
moment.  During a roadside halt, the driver and several passengers are killed by strafing 
German fighters, and he is saddled with an on-the-spot orphan, “Pierre”, too traumatised to 
speak.  “Then how do you know his name is Pierre?” Woolley demands, “He told me” Sheila 
replies.  “He cannot speak, but he told you!”, “Yes.”   
 
At the next village they reach, on foot, they run into German troops, and barely escape cap-
ture when young Pierre attacks the soldiers on sight. Nearby, however, is the home of French 
girl Anne Baxter, who has had a fleeting affair with Woolley’s son, recently killed in action with 
the RAF.  She escorts them to the coast, Woolley masquerading as her grandfather in his 
dotage, but not before they have assimilated a bald Dutch boy, whom Sheila announces as 
“Willem”.  Woolley by this time is less aghast at the rate of foundlings he’s accruing than at 
Sheila’s bewildering logic:  “How do you know his name is Willem?”, “He told me”, “Does he 
speak English?”, “No”, “Do you speak Dutch?”, “No”, “But he told you!”, “Yes,,,”    
 



 
A disputation on the great American state of Rochester       Source:  indeterminate 

 
 
 
 
 
Enter Otto Preminger as the barnstorming heavy, who captures Woolley believing him to be 
an allied spy.  There is talk of torture, concentration camps, he obliges Woolley to witness the 
execution of a captured agent.  Woolley finally volunteers to admit to any charge he pleases if 
he will let the children continue safely on their way to England.  Satisfied, Preminger agrees to 
release them all if Woolley will see that his own half-jewish neice, Anna, is shipped safely to a 
relative in America.  Woolley consents to this.  “Gut!” rasps Preminger, “Othervise I vould 
have been obliged to shoot you.  You would have known too much to leave zis room alive!” 
Anna has to be cautioned before embarking for the white cliffs to dispense with her “Heil 
Hitler”s.  “No more Heil Hitlers?” she coos (in a broad American accent), “Oh good!” 
 
The film – to my taste – is at its most appealing in the badinage between gruff child-phobic 
Woolley and McDowall, or Woolley and Garner.  The boy is almost painfully polite, while 
quietly managing proceedings behind the man’s back, and Garner exudes an other-worldly 
air, quite unruffled by the events taking place about her.  The four additional children are mere 
accessories, excess baggage acquired en route, but the nettly relationship between Woolley 
and McDowall is entertaining and deftly handled, despite a ham-fisted score which bursts into 
merry strains of “Twinkle Twinkle Little Star” whenever the children appear on camera.  As 
clichéd as the lumbering jackboot music which accompanies the arrival of the Germans. 
 
Wartime films of any nation are a thick soup of propaganda, hard to digest in peacetime.  This 
one is not without its appeals to American vanity as the strong man of the world, or hints of 
unpleasant caricatures - Europe as an ants nest of incompetence and confusion – while Otto 
Preminger’s Nazi officer is a hissable villain worthy of any half-baked matinee serial.  
However, the film was clearly pitched at a domestic audience, evoking their parental feelings 
toward the “lost children” of the old world, and it was perhaps – as a review above indicated – 
unusual in 1942 even to mention the plight of the jews.  
 
 
 
 



  
Roddy McDowall, here 14, is in his boyhood prime, a deliciously light voice with the faintest 
hint of a musical Welsh accent.  It was a year after “HOW GREEN WAS MY VALLEY”, and a 
year before “LASSIE COME HOME” and “MY FRIEND FLICKA”, probably his three best films 
from a life career spanning more than 100.  His name appears (quite rightly for once) second 
on the credit list, under Woolley’s.  Himself a war evacuee from Britain, no doubt the dramatic 
impetus of the story carried extra weight. 
 
Fox contract player Peggy Ann Garner, who worked with him again three years later in “KEYS 
OF THE KINGDOM”, was 10.  Her prime came in 44/45, with “JANE EYRE” and “A TREE 
GROWS IN BROOKLYN”, for which she won the Critics Award.  Her first film was “LITTLE 
MISS THOROUGHBRED”.  Nothing else is known of Fleurette Zama, and the girl who played 
Anna (though she had a couple of lines) isn’t even credited on the cast list. 
 
Maurice Tauzin (Pierre) was apparently American, so he was wise to keep his mouth shut.  
He went on to make “A SONG TO REMEMBER” (44), “THE FIGHTING GUARDSMAN” (45), 
“THE BANDIT OF SHERWOOD FOREST” (46) and “TARZAN AND THE HUNTRESS” (47).  
Merrill Rodin (Willem) who has just one line, and that in Dutch, was also about 10, and not 
generally given to baldness.  Holmstrom lists twenty titles for him, among them (but who could 
forget these?) “CHETNIKS!” (43), “SAGEBRUSH LAW” (43), “THE STRANGE DEATH OF 
ADOLF HITLER” (43), “THE HOUSE I LIVE IN” (45) and “GAY BLADES” (46),  
 
 
See the 1990 Peter O’Toole remake (but why did they bother?), and subject index under 
ORPHANS / ADOPTION, REFUGEES / EVACUEES, SPECIAL FRIENDSHIPS and WAR. 
 
 
 
 


